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Abstract 
 
 
In this report I explore trauma as a concept in contemporary painting. I interpret certain 
South African paintings that assert the affective dimension of the painted surface as 
particularly compelling manifestations of a concept of trauma.  I frame my discussion in 
terms of Mark Seltzer’s (1997:5) theory of trauma as a ‘borderland concept’.  I see 
Seltzer’s concept as analogous to certain formal values these South African paintings 
deploy in relation to the painted surface, primarily the tension between materiality and 
iconography, form and formlessness, figure and ground and surface and depth. I draw on 
aspects of psychoanalytic theory and discourses on contemporary painting to support my 
discussion.  I analyze selected paintings by Marlene Dumas and Penny Siopis within this 
framework.  I also discuss my own paintings and Masters exhibition as pertaining to a 
concept of trauma. I argue that trauma as a borderland concept offers a means of 
appraising contemporary painting in a way that resists an overly semantic or purely 
perceptual interpretation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 v 
Contents 
 
 
 
 
Introduction……………………………………………………………………………..1 
 
 
 
Chapter 1: Trauma as a Borderland Concept in Contemporary Painting…………….....10 
 
 
 
Chapter 2: Surface as Flashpoints in Contemporary Painting……………………….....21 
 
 
 
Chapter 3: Trauma as Flashpoints in Penny Siopis and Marlene Dumas………...….…36 
 
 
 
Chapter 4: Trauma and Painting…………………………………………………….…..50 
 
 
 
Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………66 
 
 
 
Selected Bibliography…………………………………………………………………..69                                                                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 vi 
List of Illustrations 
(In order of appearance) 
 
 
Redon, O. before 1903. Profile on Red Meanders. 52 x 36 cm. Pastel 
(Musée d` Orsay, Paris).  
 
Gauguin, P. 1888. Seascape with Cow or Above the Abyss. 72.5 x 61 cm. Oil on Canvas 
(Musée de Arts Decoratifs, Paris). 
 
Twombly, C. 1957. Olympia. 184 x 261.25 cm. House paint, crayon, and pencil on 
canvas (Private collection). 
 
Tàpies, A. 1965. Mattter in the Form of a Foot. 130 x 162 cm. Mixed media on canvas 
(Fundaciό Antoni Tàpies, Barcelona). 
 
Bacon, F. 1949. Head II.  80 x 64 cm. Oil on Canvas (Ulster Museum, Belfast). 
 
Dumas, M. 2006. The Fog of War (Friendly Fire, The Fog of War, The Refugee, 
Collateral Damage). 45 x 35 cm. Lithograph on paper (Standard Bank Corporate 
Collection).   
 
Siopis, P. 2002. Pinky Pinky: Mirror Eyes. 41 x 50 cm. Oil paint and objects on canvas 
(Sasol Collection).  
 
Siopis, P. 2002. Shame no. 1. 18.5 x 24.5 cm. Mixed media on paper (Private collection). 
 
Dumas, M. 1991. The First People (I-IV).  4 Parts, each 180 x 90 cm. Oil on Canvas 
(De Pont Stichting, Tillburg). 
 
 vii 
Webster, J. 2009. Autobiography as Mandala. 123 x163cm. Oil paint and wax on canvas 
(Johannesburg Art Gallery). 
 
Webster, J. 2008. The Fire of the Dragon being both Fanned and Extinguished. 103 
x79cm. Oil paint on canvas. 
 
Webster, J. 2009. Calcinatio.  22 x 31cm. Oil paint and wax on canvas (Private 
Collection). 
 
Webster, J. 2009. Siren. 43 x 38cm. Oil paint and wax on canvas (Private Collection). 
 
Webster, J. 2008. Eagle Chained to a Ground Animal. 33 x25cm. Oil paint on canvas 
(Private Collection). 
 
Webster, J. 2009. Familiar. 234 x 143 cm. Oil paint and wax on canvas (Private 
Collection). 
 
Webster, J. 2009. Death’s Head Points to the Cosmic Sphere. 48 x 33cm. Oil paint and 
wax on canvas (Private Collection). 
 
Webster, J. 2009. The Violent Tortured in a Rain of Fire. 52 x 32 cm. Oil paint and wax 
on canvas (Private Collection). 
 
Webster, J. 2009. Cerebus as the Devouring and Entangling Aspect of Prima Materia. 
45x45cm. Oil paint and wax on canvas (Private Collection). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 viii 
 
 
 
